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TRUE AND FALSE RELIGION. 
“Ts thy heart right ?”—2 Kies x. 15. 


Tuts was the abrupt salutation of that impetuous captain, Jehu 
the son of Nimshi, who so suddenly overthrew the bloody dynasty 
of Jeroboam the son of Nebat. He was then on his way to 
Samaria, to give the finishing stroke to his terrible commis- 

sion; and meeting Jonadab as he approached the city, the first 

' question was, “ Is thy heart right, as my heart is right with thee ?” 

“Tt is right,” was the instant answer. Whereupon Jehu gave 
him his hand, and took him up into the chariot without further 
introduction. 

I shall take occasion from this passage to point out, in several 
particulars, the distinction between true religion and some of its 
more plausible substitutes and counterfeits. ‘Is thy heart right” 
with God, as Jonadab’s heart was right with Jehu? It may be 
wrong in many ways, even when you think it is right. You may 
be an enemy to God in your heart, while you profess to love and 

* honor him. 

7 Destitute of saving piety, as large classes of men certainly are, 

if the Bible is true, there are very few but that have some kind 

of religion, which they hope and expect will savethem. To enu- 
merate all the ways in which men deceive themselves, would 
require more time than we can spare. Let me briefly, in this 
discourse, call your attention to the following kinds of religion: 

The religion of the Eye and the Ear; 

The religion of Forms and Ceremonies ; 

The religion of the Intellect ; 

The religion of the Imagination ; 
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The religion of Conscience; 

The religion of the Natural Affections ; 

The religion of Morality ; 

The religion of Animal Excitement; and 

The religion of the Heart. 

I. The Religion of the Eye and Ear. The exquisite mechanism 
of these organs can never Cease to excite the admiration of those 
who study it. How curiously, how wonderfully are they both 
constructed! 

The eye is the window of the soul, through which it looks.out 
upon all the majesty and glory of the creation ; upon the heavens, 
‘‘the work of God’s fingers, the moon and the stars which he 
hath ordained ; upon the green earth and sparkling waters, upon 
the pastures clothed with flocks, and the valleys covered over 
with corn.” Upon the works of art, too, in all their masterly 
design and finish, the eye looks out with ever new delight. 

And then, there is the ear, always on the alert, and ready to 
be ravished with sweet sounds and choral harmonies; charmed 
alike with the music of the groves and the symphonies of the 
orchestra. Such an eye, such an ear, indeed, but few possess. 
It requires a refined taste for music, and those quick and lively 
perceptions of the beautiful and sublime, with which the multi- 
tude are not gifted. But when they are possessed in a high 
degree, they are extremely liable to be mistaken for true religion. 
Passionate lovers of the forms and voices of nature can hardly 
help persuading themselves that these pleasures are divine. 

With some, this is a sort of refined pantheism, which is the 
more dangerous, in proportion as it is more sublimated and plau- 
sible. ‘They see and hear God in every thing, till they come by 
degrees to divest him of his personality, and to identify his very 
being with universal nature; with the sun and the stars; with 
the whisperings of the forest and the murmurings of the brooks ; 
with the ocean in its stormy wrath and in its repose; with the 
lightnings and the thunder. As they gaze upon the face of 
nature, and listen to her thousand voices, they are alternately 
filled with awe and delight; and this is their religion. It is the 
whole of it. They go no further. They are the worshippers of 
deified nature, and not of the Deity himself, who is a spirit, dis- 
tinct from all, infinitely above all, “glorious in holiness, and fearful 
in praises.” 

A lower class of these eye-and-ear religionists entertain notions 
which, though not so transcendental, equally endanger their souls. 
While they do not, like the former class, rob God of his personal 
identity and spirituality, by deifying the whole material universe, 
they equally mistake the more refined pleasures of sense for that 
communion with the Father of their spirits, and Jesus Christ 
whom he hath sent, in which all true religion consists. They 
mistake sweet sounds and lovely forms for those holy fruitions 
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which, like the dew and the manna, drop down from heaven. As 
they cast their eyes over some enchanting landscape, or look 
up in a clear night to the pure sapphire, sown by the hand of 
Omnipotence all over the sky, they exclaim, “This is a beautiful 
world, a glorious universe!” and they are entranced. It is heaven 
tothem. They do not desire, they cannot conceive of any higher, 
purer enjoyment ; and they are sure this must be true religion, if 
there is any such thing. The bliss of Paradise may be more 
ecstatic, but the difference, they are confident, must be only in 
degree. ‘The fields may be more elysian, and the firmament more 
sparkling, but it must be a sensuous paradise, or it will be no 
heaven to them. 

So of music. There are those who drink in the melody, as it is 
poured out from the deep-toned organ and full choir, till they are 
sweetly intoxicated; and as sacred music delights them most of 
all, perhaps, they identify it with a feeling of pure devotion, and 
are quite confident they can never be weary of listening to the 
angelic choirs; when at the same time all this fervor, all this 
ecstacy, is the mere religion of sense—of an exquisitely tuned ear, 
with which the heart has nothing to do. Here their devotion be- 
gins, and here it ends. As soon as the last strains of the anthem 
have died away, and the messenger of God rises in his place to 
propound the great truths of the gospel, to discourse to them 
about the true heaven and the way to be saved, all at once “their 
ears are dull of hearing.” Oh, what a weariness is the prayer and 
the sermon! In vain is the blessed Saviour held up before them. 
They “see no form nor comeliness in him, why they should 
desire him.” In a word, the more spiritual and heavenly the 
worship, the more irksome tothem. In their estimation, the holi- 
est zeal for the glory of God, the most active strivings for the 
salvation of men, the purest and most fervent piety, are no better 
than ranting enthusiasm, or sanctimonious hypocrisy. And yet, 
they think themselves very religious. They are, in their way ; but 
alas! what is it, save the religion of a musical ear? How totally 
different from that of a humble and contrite heart. We pass, 

II. To the Religion of Forms and Ceremonies. I hardly need 
to say, that Romanism is preéminently of this character; a sys- 
tem the most dazzling, seductive, and overpowering, that ever 
bewildered and enslaved the human mind. Consider for.a mo- 
ment what it presents to the eye and the ear: the vast cathedral, 
with its towers and pinnacles, on which the abrasion of centuries 
has made no perceptible impression ; the long-drawn aisles, im- 
mense columns, and lofty arches; the apostles and prophets 
always looking in through stained windows; the holy font at the 
entrance; the interior, one vast chamber of imagery, fullof altars, 
and statues, and paintings; devotees of both sexes and all ages, 
kneeling, bowing, and crossing themselves every where - 
the pavements; the Saviour on the cross always bleeding before 
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their eyes in the agonies of crucifixion, above the high altar; the 
gorgeous canonicals of the priests; the elevation of the host; 
the burning of incense ; the solemn tones of the organ; the chant- 
ing, the requiems; the tombs of canonized saints; the worshi 
of the Virgin; prayers for the dead ; and in short, all the imposing 
mummery of a sensuous and idolatrous ritual. Add to all this, an 
indefinite number of fasts, and vigils, and processions, and saints’ 
days; and how mournfully demonstrative it is that the religion of 
the vast majority of Romanists is the religion of forms and cere- 
monies merely. Oh! how few of such worshippers ever consider 
that ‘God is a spirit, and that they who worship him, must wor- 
ship him in spirit and in truth.” 

Nor are Romanists alone in this fatal delusion. It has crept 
into the pale of Protestantism, or rather, the “old leaven”’ was 
never thoroughly purged out. From the days of Elizabeth to the 
present time, forms and ceremonies have been clung to in churches 
called reformed, (and in many things truly reformed,) as if the 
“form of godliness” was more essential than the power. Many, 
there is reason to fear, lay more stress upon the saving efficacy of 
baptism, the laying on of hands by the apostolic succession, and 
the prescribed ceremonies of worship, than upon that “faith which 
works by love, and purifies the heart.” 

III. We next come to the Religion of the Intellect. Man has an 
intelligent and immortal soul. He is endowed by the Creator 
with faculties of mind, as well as organs of sense. Made but a 
little lower than the angels, his thoughts are deep and high, and 
‘“‘ wander through eternity.” He can investigate, he can reason, 
he can look at religion in its principles, in its harmonious rela- 
tions, and in its adaptation to man’s condition and wants. He 
can compare different systems and articles of faith with one 
another, and with the Word of God. He can see and admire 
the symmetry and beauty of the gospel plan, while yet his heart 
is unrenewed, just as he admires the architectural beauty and pro- 
portions of a Grecian temple. We have some such men in most 
of our well-instructed congregations. Having’ been religiously 
educated in the family, and sat under sound and discriminating 
preaching, their speculative views are substantially correct. 
They believe in man’s total apostasy from God; in the necessity 
of regeneration by the Spirit of God; in the Deity and atonement 
of Christ; in the absolute necessity of faith and repentance ; in 
a coming judgment; and in the eternity of future rewards and 
punishments. In short, they believe every thing you could desire. 
Their heads are right. They are decidedly orthodox, more so 
than some real Christians; and they glory in their orthodoxy. 
They discriminate with remarkable clearness. They pride them- 
selves in being champions of the faith once delivered to the saints, 
and he must be no ordinary tactician who can foil them. They 
see a kind of architectural beauty, sublimity, and completeness 
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in the Bible which charms them. It is a grand and glorious reve- 
lation, which commends itself to their understanding as worthy 
of the wisdom and benevolence of its divine Author. They 
believe it. They embrace it intellectually and honestly. But 
_this is the whole of their religion; not a part, as it ought to be, 
but the whole of it. Here they stop. Their heads are as clear as 
a winter night, but their hearts are just as cold. It is all intellect. 
They beiieve; and so do the devils believe and tremble, but that 
can never save them. Next in order, 

IV. Comes the Religion of Imagination. This is the religion of 
poetry and romance ; and those who embrace it are chiefly persons 
of a nervous temperament, the morbid devourers of novels and 
plays; dreamy idealists, who scorn the dull and plodding realities 
of this every-day world, and so create a world for themselves, 
somewhere above the clouds, but as far from the throne of God 
and the Lamb as they can get. It must be a world of everlasting 
sunshine and the most voluptuous enjoyment. There must be no 
sickness there, no sorrow, no imperfect beings. All must be angels, 
and yet not one of them such as the Bible describes. The love 
and service of God constitute no part of the happiness of this 
imaginary heaven. Itis a world sprung from nothing, at the bid- 
ding of the romancer, and filled with more than elysian delights. 
That the direct tendency of much of the admired poetry and 
so-called polite literature of the day is as above described, cannot 
be denied. 

Do you say there is nothing of heaven in allthis? Itis not the 
heaven of the Bible, to be sure; but it is all the heaven that 
thousands wish for. Itis not the New Jerusalem, nor any thing 
like it. It bears no resemblance to the mansions of the blessed. 
It is not the religion of the gospel. It is a mere figment of the 
brain, an airy nothing, and yet they try to grasp it; they cleave 
to it. It is all they have, and they do not crave any thing more 
substantial. The true heaven is infinitely too spiritual and holy 
for them, and so they must have an ideal paradise, and a religion 
suited to it. This is what I mean by the religion of the imagina- 
tion. We pass now, 

V. To the Religion of Conscience. Every person has a con- 
science. I stop not here to inquire whether conscience is a dis- 
tinct faculty of the mind, or the reason alone, governing in the 
empire of morals and religion. By whatever name called, it is 
that instinctive faculty of the human soul which distinguishes 
between right and wrong; which, as the vicegerent of God, ap- 
proves and condemns, rewards and punishes. Men may learn to 
stop their ears against the voice of conscience by a long course 
of sinful indulgences, they may sear it as with a hot iron, but 
they cannot get rid of it. It will remain in their bosoms, and 
make its voice heard sooner or later. 

In early life, the conscience is exceedingly tender, and under 
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the auspices of a religious education gains such strength and 
sway that, however impenetrable the heart may be, the conscience 
is sure to be highly susceptible. And if, later in life, it does not 
drive men to the discharge of religious duties, it often keeps them 
back from presumptuous sins. It will not let them go all lengths 
to which their depraved inclinations would hurry them; and 
when they violently break over the boundary, it often scourges 
them back with a whip of scorpions. 

Nor is this all. Conscience not only restrains men from the 
outbreak of evil passions, but constrains them to the performance 
of many religious duties. The sinner is awakened. He sees 
that he is condemned by the law of God, but his heart rebels 
against it, as too strict and severe; he would gladly dismiss the 
subject without doing any thing to obtain pardon, but his con- 
science will not let him. It enforces upon him the justice of his 
condemnation. He must do something to escape from the wrath 
to come; and under this constraint, he not only breaks off from 
sinful practices, if he had been addicted to them, but betakes him- 
self to the performance of religions duties. His heart is as re- 
luctant as ever; but his conscience tells him there is no other 
way. He becomes a regular attendant upon public worship, 
reads the Scriptutes, prays in his closet, and perhaps in his family, 
and his pious friends begin to speak of him as a new man. But 
it is all up-hill work. He would not stir a step if conscience 
did not goad him on. When he grows remiss in his external 
duties, the same faithful monitor startles him by its admonitions, 
and he returns to them again and again, till he begins to think 
himself a Christian. Not because he loves God, and loves the 
Saviour, and loves prayer, but because he is a reformed man, 
approves the right and condemns the wrong, and does “ many 
things.” He sees, as he did not use to see, that the requirements 
of the law and the gospel are right and reasonable. He cannot 
help it. His conscience being awakened, the light of truth will 
shine, he cannot shut it cut, and he takes up the notion that he 
must be a converted man; when let the pressure be taken off, he 
would relapse at once. This is what I mean by the religion of 
conscience. Thousands, I am afraid, rest here and perish. 

Nay, this religion finds its way into the Church. Many who, 
there is reason to fear, have no true piety in their hearts, retain 
‘the form of godliness,” and keep their hopes alive by the mere 
force of an enlightened conscience. Knowing what they ought 
to be, there is a constant struggle going on between their unsanc- 
tified hearts and their convictions of duty. When they become 
remiss, conscience remonstrates, and there is a forced return. 
Thus they vacillate. And they mistake these alternations for 
the Christian warfare, “the flesh lusting against the spirit and 
the spirit against the flesh.” This is what I mean by the reli- 
gion of conscience in the Church. Itis, where a professor, desti- 
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tute of true love to God, is rebuked when he relapses, and has 
his false hopes kept alive by the chiding and goading of that 
inward monitor, whose voice so often startles them from their 
slumbers. They mistake their convictions for that love which 
is the fulfilling of the law. The mistake is, that though the moral 
sense is right, the heart is wrong. 

VI. Next in my arrangement of topics, comes the Religion of 
the Natural Affections. Man is born for society. He is a social 
as well as a moral being. In his primitive state of perfect holi- 
ness, his religious and natural affections dwelt together in the most 
delightful harmony. If he had kept his first estate, there would 
never have been any jar. But he fell. Blessed be God, his 
natural affections, though paralyzed and greatly perverted, sur- 
vived the shock, and families are still bound together by a thou- 
sand endearing ties. ‘They know that they love each other, and 
that in this they are obeying the will of God, as well as the spon- 
taneous impulses of their own hearts. Now, while there is little 
danger that moroseness will be mistaken for piety any where, 
there is great danger, where the social affections are strongly de- 
veloped in the most disinterested and lovely forms, that they will 
be mistaken for religious affections, and we are sure they often 
are. 

Here is one of the kindest husbands and fondest fathers, per- 
haps, in the land. There is nothing which he would not do or 
suffer for his family. He knows that he loves them with all his 
heart, and they know it, for he shows it in a thousand ways; and 
very likely, if he gives himself any concern about religion, he 
may think this is enough without inquiring any further. He may 
expect to be saved because he is so good a husband and father, 
while he has no regard to the law of God, and no true Christian 
benevolence in his heart. He may be a profane swearer, or a 
Sabbath-breaker, or a Gallio. He may be a duellist even, and be 
ready under any slight provocation to go from the embraces of 
his family to the field of blood, and yet think he has too kind 
and affectionate a heart to be lost. 

Or, if he does not lay much stress upon it himself, his family 
and other friends may a great deal, especially after he is removed 
from them by the stroke of death. He may not have left the 
least evidence of piety, in the evangelical sense; and indeed, 
much to the contrary. But he was so affectionate, so indulgent, 
so self-sacrificing, and expressed such a tender concern for his 
wife and children on his death-bed, that they cannot for a mo- 
ment think he is lost. God must and will overlook his infirmities, 
since there was so much in him to love and admire. He loved 
his own dear ones too well to be rejected as a reprobate. Thus 
they solace themselves under the bereavement. 

So in all the other family relations, where the domestic affec- 
tions are strongly developed. For example, here is a daughter, 











104 THE NATIONAL PREACHER. 


amiable, obedient, and affectionate; the pride of her doting 
parents; so lovely that she seems to have almost escaped the con- 
tamination of the fall. She is all they could wish in the domes- 
tic circle, and why is not this religion enough for one so young 
and so faultless? Why should we talk to her about the necessit 
of having a new heart? Such a daughter was once aoehenel, 
and came to me with the great question, ‘* What must I do to be 
saved?’ I gave her the best advice I could, and she went home 
with a burdened conscience. Her doting mother, a professor of 
religion too, was grieved and alarmed when she ascertained the 
case. ‘*What have you ever done, my dear §., that you should 
give way to this distress? You have been to us the best of 
daughters, every body loves you, and what change do you need 
to make you better? Dismiss your fears and be happy.” By 
the grace of God, this cruel interference was overruled. The 
daughter saw that she was a lost sinner, and, as we hoped, soon 
after came as a penitent to the foot of the cross. 

Now, suppose she had died before she was awakened, how 
confident would her mother have been in her good estate, solely 
on the ground of her being so amiable and affectionate a daugh- 
ter. Had she been cut down as a flower in all her natural love- 
liness, her sorrowing parents would have been ready thus to be- 
moan, or rather to comfort themselves: ‘*Oh, how lovely she was! 
Never did a more affectionate heart beat in any human bosom. 
She was so gentle, so pure, so sweet, as she faded away! It was 
not fitting that she should stay in this rough world, and God has 
taken her to himself. She is an angel!’? Thus thousands are sent 
to heaven, by heart-stricken relatives, in funeral addresses, obitu- 
ary notices, and pious epitaphs, simply because they possessed 
too many domestic affections and virtues to be lost. I pass now, 

VIL. To the Religion of Morality. There are a great many 
strictly and scrupulously moral men, who do not belong to any 
church, nor make any pretensions to experimental religion. No 
profane word ever drops from their lips. No stain of inebriety 
was ever found upon their garments. Their word is prover- 
bially as good as their bond. They are professedly upright in 
all their dealings. You might, with entire confidence, put all 
your money into their hands uncounted. Of not a farthing 
would they wrong you. You could not, on your death-bed, con- 
fide the settlement of your estate to safer hands. In a word, 
they are not surpassed in moral character by the strictest members 
of the church. They are regarded every where in this light. 
They have that * good name which is better than precious oint- 
ment.” They “ live in all good conscience” before men, and are 
ready to submit their characters to the most searching investiga- 
tion. They are moralists upon principle, as well as worldly 
policy. And this is their religion. It is the whole of it. By it 
they expect to be justified before God. By their works, and not 
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by the blood of Christ, they expect to be saved; for they have 
never seen ‘the plague of their own hearts.” They are kind to 
the sick and the poor. They “ do good to all as they have oppor- 
tunity,” and you cannot convince them that there is any essential 
. deficiency in their religion. They overlook the spirit of the law, 
and rely upon the letter. With the young ruler, they are ready 
to say, “All these things have we kept from our youth up: what 
lack we yet?” You cannot convince them that love to God and 
faith in Christ are essential. They cannot, they will not believe 
that, afier leading such blameless and useful lives, God will cast 
them off for ever. Alas! how fatally are they deceived, in thus 
“ going about to establish their own righteousness, and not sub- 
mitting themselves to the righteousness of God.” 

VIII. Let us now, for a moment or two, glance at the Religion 
of Animal Excitement. The healthy action of the human mind 
depends upon the subordination and harmony of all its powers ; 
and so critically balanced and adjusted are our intellectual, moral, 
and animal susceptibilities, that this harmony is constantly in 
danger of being disturbed. Now the nervous excitability is much 
greater in some individuals than in others. Some are constitu- 
tionally cool, reflective, and self-possessed. In them the reasoning 
faculty predominates. They are not destitute of emotion, but it 
lies deep, and requires strong appeals to the understanding and 
conscience to draw it out. They are not roused till they can see 
some reason why they should be. And this coolness is not con- 
fined to any one class of emotions. On all subjects they are ac- 
customed to be governed, not by feeling, but by argument and 
persuasion. When you see them excited, you may be sure that 
something more than sound has done it. 

But other persons are the mere creatures of impulse. Nothing 
is easier than to excite them, for their susceptibilities lie all upon 
the surface. They can be excited tolaugh or weep with about the 
same facility, and often pass in a moment from one of these states 
to the other. Of course, when their attention is arrested by fervid 
religious appeals,and these appliances are continued for some time, 
and without much discrimination, they are liable to have their 
minds wrought up to a feverish intensity, and to mistake mere 
temporary nervousness for a saviug change of heart. They are 
certain that they feel as they never felt before. The whole current 
of their thoughts is turned into a new channel. They see every 
thing in a new light, and it is easy to persuade them that they are 
truly converted. Such cases sometimes occur under the most 
judicious and scriptural exhibitions of divine truth, and where no 
appeals are made to the passions. How much more when per- 
sons of a warm and quick temperament are brought under the 
high pressure of fear, by the loud and impassioned appeals of 
religious teachers, whose “ zeal is not according to knowledge.” 
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I am no enemy to religious excitement, properly directed, as I 
shall show. But when individuals of highly sensitive nerves are 
so unhappy as to fall into the hands of ardent and shallow declaim- 
ers, when every thing that is said is directly calculated to disturb 
the healthy action of the mind, and produce mere animal excite- 
ment, what dependence can be placed upon the loudest shouts of 
glory, or the highest assurance that all is well ? 

In certain stages of a powerful revival, nothing is easier than 
to excite groans, and outcries, and confusion, by vehement and 
enthusiastic addresses to the passions of the multitude. Under 
such preaching, thousands have been pronounced converted, who 
have in a few months relapsed into their former stupidity, or still 
lower. A great many who thought themselves converted have 
afterwards declared, in their soberest moments, that it was all a 
delusion, mere animal feeling, which at the time they mistook for 
a change of heart. And multitudes, there is reason to fear, having 
passed through a similar process, under misguided teachers, settle 
down upon a false hope. All their religion consists in thinking 
how they-once felt, or in such occasional excitements as I have 
just described. Holy love is entirely wanting. It was never 
‘shed abroad in their hearts!” When they die, all their religion 
dies too, and is buried with them. 

If, then, there was not something more and something better 
than the religion of the eye and the ear, of forms and ceremonies, 
of the intellect, of the imagination, of conscience, of the natural 
affections, of morality, or of animal excitement, or of all these 
combined, we might well despair of salvation. What will it avail 
our disembodied spirits at the bar of God, that our eyes and ears 
once revelled in all the glories of the creation and the thousand 
melodies of nature and of art? what, that we had been ever so 
observant of forms and ceremonies? what, that we had admired 
and embraced the most orthodox system of doctrines that can be 
found in any creed? what, that our consciences had always been 
on the side of God and of truth? what, that our social affections 
had been developed in ever so many pure and lovely forms? what, 
that we had kept the whole letter of the law, and not offended 
even in one point? what, that our mere animal feelings had been 
ever so highly or so often wrought up on the subject of religion? 
What can it all avail us, if we have gone no further? We shall 
then be speechless, however we may deceive and flatter our- 
selves now. The deluge of sin has covered the earth, has risen 
above the tops of the highest mountains. We are buffeted and 
tossed upon the angry flood, and have been looking out from the 
wrecks which are ready to founder foran ark of safety, but hitherto 
all in vain. Blessed be God, itis coming in sight, however, and 
we may yet be saved. While all other hopes and dependences 
fail, there is a religion which will carry us safely to heaven. We 
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come to it now, in the last place ; and it is nothing more nor less 
than 


The Religion of the Heart. 


The heart, and the heart alone, is the seat of the religious affec- 
‘tions ; of holy love, of faith, of every pious emotion. By nature 
the heart of every man is wrong, is sinful, is full of evil; and it 
is never right till renewed by the Holy Spirit. A man’s heart 
is right when he exercises right affections towards God, towards 
the Lord Jesus Christ, and towards his fellow-men. The essence of 
true religion is holy love, delight in the character of God, in his 
Jaw, in Christ as all our salvation and all our desire, and in the 
fellowship of those who bear his image. Wherever this divine 
love exists, the heart is right, is regenerate ; for ‘‘ whosoever loveth 
is born of God, and knoweth God.” But whatever other religion 
any one may possess, let him be assured that he lacks the “one 
thing needful.” It may be this ‘form of godliness,” or that, or the 
other, but it lacks ‘the power.” True religion is something which 
will endure the vital at death, something which we can take 
along with us into the other world; and what can this be but love? 
Nothing but love, or a right state of heart, which is the same thing, 
can fit us for heaven. ‘*Charity (love) never faileth ; but whether 
there be prophets, they shall fail; whether there be tongues, they 
shall cease; whether there be knowledge, it shall vanish away.” 
All else but love is the garniture of religion in the present state of 
our being. And without this love, without “holiness,” for the 
terms are synonymous, ‘no man shall see the Lord.” 

Suppose you could follow into the future world a man of the most 
exalted genius, of the largest knowledge, of the most spotless 
moral character, with all the advantages for happiness which 
could be enumerated, save just this one thing, “the love of God 
shed abroad in his heart :’? oh, what a wretched creature would 
he be; what a miserable eternity would spread out before him! 
His organs of sense, which afforded him so much pleasure here, 
he has left in the grave. His social affections are for ever extin- 
guished. All the goodly apparel of outward morality fell off 
from him with the garments which he exchanged for a shroud. 
His intellect, his memory, his conscience, he has indeed carried 
with him; but oh! how much better, had it been possible, to 
have left them all behind, for they will only aggravate his eternal 
punishment. 

But here let me not be misunderstood. When I say that the 
religion of the heart is the only true religion, and that all the other 
religions in the world can never carry a man to heaven, I am 
very far from asserting or believing that it rejects the alliance of 
the eye and the ear, of the intellect, imagination, conscience, out- 
ward morality, the social affections, or excitement. On the con- 
trary, I believe that most of these are essential to a healthy and 
vigorous piety, and that all of them, when kept in due subordina- 
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tion, aid and quicken its growth. True religionelevates, ennobles, 
and purifies all the human faculties. ; 

So far is the devout Christian from shutting his eyes to the 
beauties of nature, or turning away his ear from its sweet harmo- 
nies, that the more devout he is, the more he enjoys them all. 
He sees the wisdom, power, and goodness of God in every thing 
around him, as he never saw them till he was brought out of 
darkness into marvellous light; and lifting up his eyes to the 
sparkling heavens, “looking through nature up to nature’s God,” 
he exclaims, ‘* My Father made them all.” 

So of intellect, perceptions, and pleasures. If man were not 
endowed with a rational soul, he could have no religion at all; 
for he could have no knowledge of the great and glorious truths 
which lie at the very foundation. But the truly regenerated man 
sees moral relations with a peculiar clearness. There is more of 
intellect, more of well-balanced reason in his convictions than 
there ever was before ; for the eyes of his understanding, which 
sin had blinded, are enlightened by the Spirit of God. The 
essential difference, in this respect, between his present and for- 
mer state, is that then his religion was at best a cold speculative 
orthodoxy, with which the heart had nothing to do, but now his 
intellect is warmed and enlightened by Divine love. 

So again of imagination. The religion of the heart does not 
destroy this faculty, nor refuse its alliance. It only sanctifies it, 
and holds it in check with a golden thread, as it were, when it 
would run wild and mock the mind with mere airy conceits. I 
can see no reason why imagination, under the control of perfect 
holiness, may not be a source of pure enjoyment in heaven, as I 
am sure in the present world it may be one of the handmaids of 
religion, though it can never be a substitute for it. 

And conscience, certainly, is a most watchful supervisor of our 
religious thoughts, words, and actions. Though yiclding to its 
remonstrances, and doing many things toappease its troublesome 
importunity, is no certain evidence of piety, on the other hand, 
stifling its honest voice is a proof of the contrary. The most 
devoted Christians are the most conscientious men. A good con- 
science is an essential part of true religion, while at the same 
time it can never be a substitute for right affections of the heart. 
However wide awake the conscience may be, in the absence of 
holy love there is no meetness for the kingdom of heaven. Be- 
yond a doubt, the consciences of the wicked will be more active 
and goading than ever in the world of despair. 

So again, although the social affections are not saving, nothing 
purifies and sweetens them like true religion. It makes men 
better and happier in all the endearing relations of life. These 
affections, even when unsanctified, act a most important part in 
families,neighborhoods,and larger communities. Human existence 
would be intolerable, and I may add, impossible, without them. 
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Still, they are not identical with true godliness. The strongest 
social affections, as every body knows, do not necessarily exclude 
envy, pride, revenge, or any other sinful passion, from the human 
bosom. 

Once more, while the strictest morality cannot save any man, 
the religion of the heart is so far from repudiating it, that it is 
essential to true piety. The heart cannot be right, where the life 
is bad. ‘A good man out of the good treasure of his heart will 
bring forth that which is good.”” Wherever you find an individual 
of loose and convenient morals, however loud his professions of 
inward experience may be, depend upon it, he is no Christian. 
** The love of God is not in him.” ‘ Without works, faith is dead, 
being alone.” 

I have only to add, lest I should be misunderstood on a very 
important point, that true religion does not forbid excitement. Men 
must be excited, must be deeply interested, before they will give 
their minds wholly to any subject. Nothing can be more unrea- 
sonable than to make an exception with regard to religion, the 
most momentous of all subjects. Much as we may regret noise 
and extravagance, we must not infer that there can be no genuine 
conversions where there is much animal excitement. Man was 
made to feel, to fear, to shrink from danger and suffering ; and 
when he sees the greatest of all dangers clearly, how can he help 
trembling? The three thousand who cried out on the day of Pen- 
tecost, ‘* Men and brethren, what must we do?” were highly ex- 
cited. So was Paul on his way to Damascus ; ‘so was the jailor 
at Philippi; and so have thousands of others, in view of their guilt 
and danger, been excited to flee from the wrath tocome. The 
true ground of objection is, not that sinners should be excited by 
setting life and death before them, but that their passions are 
ever appealed to rather than their understandings and consci- 
ences; and thus many, as I have already said, there is reason 
to fear, are led to mistake a temporary excitement for saving con- 
version to God. | 

Thus you see that it comes at last to this: It is the state of 
your hearts, and nothing external, which constitutes your true char- 
acters, as moral and accountable beings in the sight of a holy 
God. Are you then, in heart and soul, his friend? Do you de- 
light in his law, after the inner man? Do you love him for his 
infinite moral excellency, for his holiness as well as his good- 
ness, for his hatred of sin as well as his love of righteousness ? 

Are your hearts right with the Lord Jesus Christ? Do‘you 
love and trust in him, as a Divine and Almighty Saviour? When 
he comes and knocks at your door, do your hearts leap for joy? 
Do you welcome him, as your dearest friend, to ‘‘come in, and 
sup with you, and you with him?” 

Are your hearts right towards the Holy Sanctifier and Com- 
forter? Do you feel your absolute need of the Spirit to help your 
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infirmities and to give you the victory over all your spiritual ene- 
mies? And do you heartily pray for his assistance ? 

Are your hearts right with your fellow-men? Does the golden 
rule govern you? Do you delight in offices of kindness and bene- 
volence? Do you love your enemies, and pray for them that de- 
spitefully use you? If your hearts are right, every thing else will 
be right, of course. If your hearts are not right, then all else is 
wrong or fatally defective. 





SERMON DLXXII. ' 


BY REV. WILLIAM B. SPRAGUR, D.D., 


ALBANY, N. ¥. 


THE GOLDEN CALF. 
“They made a calf in Horeb.”—Psax cv. 19. 


Tue event here referred to, with its attending circumstances, 
you may find narrated at length in the thirty-second chapter of 
the book of Exodus. The substance of the narrative is this: 
The people of Israel were encamped at the foot of Sinai, and they 
had just witnessed those terrible exhibitions of Divine power and 
majesty which had preceded the giving of the law. The thun- 
der, and the lightning, and the earthquake, all those fearful tokens 
of God’s presence, were then but a thing of the other day; and 
it were reasonable to suppose that the impression which they had 
produced on the minds of those who had witnessed them was as 
deep and vivid as ever. Moreover, the people had just entered 
into a solemn covenant with God to obey his commandments: 
they had done this not merely through Moses, as their repre- 
sentative, or through the elders, but we are expressly informed 
that ‘all the people answered together, and said, All that the 
Lord hath spoken, we will do.”” But while Moses was yet in the 
mount, receiving the wonderful communications which God was 
making to him, that same congregation which had just before been 
overwhelmed by the tokens of the Divine majesty, and had sol- 
emnly covenanted to obey the divine law, yielded not only to a 
spirit of murmuring, but to a spirit of idolatry: they became im- 
patient on account of the long absence of Moses, and called upon 
Aaron to make them gods, under whose guidance they might 
proceed on their way. Aaron, either because he shared the same 
spirit with themselves, or because he had not firmness enough to 
act in opposition to it, yielded to the mad proposal ; and actually 
made them a molten calf out of the ear-rings which, at his own 
suggestion, had been contributed for the purpose. And that idol 
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they profoundly worshipped, recognizing it as the god which 
had brought them out of the land of Egypt. The living and true 
God, who was the witness of this strange scene, apprised his 
servant Moses of what was passing among his people; and but 
for the respect which He paid to his intercessions, He would have 
consumed them at once in his righteous displeasure. Moses forth- 
with descended from the mount; and as he approached the 
camp, he found them actually engaged in their idolatrous wor- 
ship—in dancing before the idol. His first business was to 
destroy the idol itself; his next was to punish the idolaters. He 
charged the sons of Levi to go forth from gate to gate through 
the camp, slaying every man his brother, and every man his 
companion, and every man his neighbor, throughout the camp, 
till the offenders should all have expiated their crime with their 
blood. And this work of death was straightway accomplished. 
It was, indeed, a fearful punishment ; but it was a fearful crime, 
and a crime committed under fearfully aggravated circumstances, 
which drew it upon them. 

Let us see what instruction we can gather from this impressive 
portion of sacred history. 

I. The circumstances of the Israelites at Horeb were strikingly 
analogous to the circumstances of a large portion of mankind at 
the present day ; and that in two respects. 

In the first place, the Israelites had witnessed to a terrific dis- 
play of the Divine character: particularly the attributes of sover- 
eignty, and justice, and holiness, and truth, had been set forth in 
the most impressive manner, so as to come in contact not only 
with the thoughts, the feelings, but the very senses. The light- 
ning, the thunder, the earthquake, each always tells of the Divine 
majesty; but in this case, these were miraculous signals of the 
Divine presence: the Creator was using his own elements to tes- 
tify to the world of his own purity and greatness. Now I say 
there is something quite analogous to this in the experience of 
many at the present day; I may say, in the experience of most 
at some period or other, especially of those who live under the 
sound of the gospel. 

The world in which we live is a world of graves; a world of 
desolate and bleeding hearts ; a world which has been undergo- 
ing a baptism of tears ever since it became the dwelling-place 
of moral evil. And if some have a greater share of sorrow than 
others, yet none are entirely exempt; and even in those cases in 
which there are the fewest external demonstrations of woe, it is 
still true that the heart knoweth its own bitterness. I know that, 
in saying this, I speak to the experience of every one of you: for 
you have at some time or other, and in some form or other, had 


the bitter cup at your lips; and whether you have been sensible 
of it or not, you have, on every such occasion, been standing 
within sight of mount Horeb; you have witnessed to a direct 
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expression of the justice and the holiness of God ; in the heaving 
of your dejected spirit, in every tear that you have shed upon the 
ruin of your earthly hopes, God has declared himself a righteous, 
a sin-avenging God. For natural evil comes in the train of moral 
evil, according to the divine ordinance ;_ suffering is the penalty 
which God’s justice has affixed to sin; and though that penalty 
be only meted out in a small degree, in the present life, yet the 
least degree of it testifies to the respect which God bears for his 
own character and law; it helps to illustrate the apostle’s decla- 
ration, ‘Our God is a consuming fire.” Remember then, ye 
who have been in the furnace, no matter though you may have 
come out of it as gold seven times purified, ye have had a prac- 
tical demonstration that there are other attributes belonging to 
the Divine character than goodness and mercy. You have had 
evidence which it is not easy to resist, that justice and judgment 
are the habitation of Jehovah’s throne. 

Wherever the gospel is faithfully preached in all its doctrines 
and precepts and connections, there again the hearer is brought 
to the foot of the mount; he may, if he will, see the lightning 
and hear the thunder that issues from the secret place of God’s 
majesty. For the true gospel is not preached, where God is 
represented only in the mildness of his paternal character. He 
is a Lawgiver and a Judge as well as a Father; and whoever 
dwells upon the latter character to the exclusion of the former 
ones, or whoever works up a discrepancy between them with a 
view to cast the former into the shade, is chargeable with making 
God altogether such an one as himself. If the gospel is preached 
in all its various parts, those attributes which carry alarm to the 
sinner will be found to connect themselves, either directly or in- 
directly, with every doctrine and every precept. The law, of 
course, will be proclaimed as the basis of all God’s subsequent 
revelations to the world; that very law, the promulgation of 
which was the occasion of those terrific exhibitions on the mount. 
The corruption of the human heart will be proclaimed, and there 
is something judicial in that; for, to say nothing here of the con- 
nection that exists between the guilt of the first transgressor and 
the corruption of his posterity, God’s punishment of the sinner 
begins here, in leaving him to his own evil courses—to treasure 
up to himself wrath against the day of wrath. The doctrine of 
future and eternal retribution will be proclaimed ; for not only is 
it written in sunbeams that God will render to every man accord- 
ing to his work, but also, more definitely, that the wicked shall 
go away into everlasting punishment, and the righteous into life 
eternal. The doctrine of redemption through the blood of Christ 
will be proclaimed, and in connection with it the necessity of 
faith in that blood, in order that the redemption may take effect ; 
and here again God’s justice comes out in the necessity that 
existed for an atonement, as well as in the limitation of the ulti- 
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mate benefits of this atonement to those who believe. In short, 
the hearer of the true gospel lives in the atmosphere of Sinai, as 
well as of Calvary; he hears of the justice and truth of God, as 
well as of his mercy; and if he do not stand in awe of the 
sterner attributes, as well as rejoice in the milder, then you may 
be assured that he is hearing the gospel to no purpose: he has 
not even begun to comprehend its true import. 

It pleases God sometimes to give to his Word, extensively, 
a powerful effect ; to awaken a large community to deep reflec- 
tion and earnest inquiry; insomuch that, for a time, the one thing 
needful becomes the all-engrossing object. And what is the effect 
that is actually produced in such a case? Why, it is, that men 
are brought into more immediate contact with God. The con- 
science is awake; and God’s justice is blazing upon it with a 
degree of power which it ill knows how to bear. You see those 
around you, who have been accustomed to wear a look of 
hilarity, and perhaps, when serious subjects were introduced, 
to wear a look of scorn, bowed down to the dust, incapable of labor 
or rest, because it seems to them as if God’s righteous indignation 
were consuming their spirits. Now I will suppose you to be a mere 
spectator of such a scene as this, without actually participating in 
it; I say it brings you within sight of the burning mount—within 
hearing of the thunders that roll upon its summit. All that you 
Witness in that awakened, distressed community, each bleeding 
heart, each supplicating voice, each falling tear, tells that God is 
communing with the conscience in the character of a Lawgiver 
and a Judge; and that He is writing his commandments with his 
own finger on the innermost part of the soul, as truly as He wrote 
them on the tables of stone. You may form whatever opinion you 
will of what you see passing around you; you may even ridicule 
it as nothing better than a fanatic’s ravings or an idiot’s dream ; 
but all this does not change or even modify the actual reality. 
You are really witnessing a scene in which the just, the holy, the 
faithful God is speaking to you, to you personally, in a voice of 
thunder. 

I only add, in illustration of this point, that every twinge of 
remorse in the sinner’s own bosom, no matter by what means or 
under what circumstances it may have been produced, has the 
same solemn significance; it recognizes the justice and purity of 
God, and proclaims that it will be a fearful thing to the sinner to 
fall into his hands. You come to church, perhaps, merely from 
habit, or from curiosity, or from some other unworthy considera- 
tion, and when the sermon begins, you are as listless as the seat 
_you occupy; but in the progress of it some word is spoken that 
carries tumult and terror into your inmost soul, and you feel as 
if you were in the act of being arraigned for your final trial. You 
have performed some equivocal, perhaps worse than equivocal 
act ; you have violated some one of God’s commandments, it may 
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be ina flagrant manner, and you did it deliberately and with your 
eyes open: that act returns upon you in your nightly dreams, 
and sleep departs from your eyes, and terror takes possession of 
your spirit; and in spite of all your reasonings, and all your re- 
solves to the contrary, you are obliged to feel that, for the time at 
least, you have fallen into the hands of God’s justice. When you 
performed the act, God was not in all your thoughts ; but after- 
wards He forced his way into your thoughts, and you found that 
the lightnings of his wrath were flashing through the secret cham- 
bers of your soul. All this may have quickly passed away, and 
possibly you may think of it now only as a pitiable delusion; but 
the day will come when you will know, beyond a peradventure, 
that you were then in the neighborhood of mount Horeb ; will 
know that the bitter experience of that hour was a demonstration 
to you of your guilt, and ought to have led you to betake yourself 
to that blood which cleanseth from all sin. 

The other circumstance to which I referred in the condition of 
the Israelites, as analogous to what exists in respect to multitudes 
at the present day, is that they had entered into covenant with 
God. ‘They had just given their solemn affirmative response to 
God’s covenant, as it had been read to them by Moses; and 
they were bound by every consideration of honor, of gratitude, of 
duty, to obey it. 

In like manner, there are multitudes at this day all over Christen- 
dom, who have professed not only a belief in the Divine testimony, 
but obedience to the Divine precepts. Here in this very commu- 
nity there is a large number of this description; men and women 
who have professedly come out from the world, and renounced 
its evil practices, and solemnly pledged themselves to Him who 
searches the heart that they will endeavor to live a godly life, in 
the strength of his grace and to the glory of hisname. These have 
entered into covenant with God formally ; and they have done it 
practically and spiritually too, unless their hope is delusion, or 
their profession hypocrisy. And there are a multitude of others, 
who make no formal profession of faith or obedience; and yet by 
their attendance on the ordinances of Christ’s house, and the 
reverence which they express for religious institutions, they virtu- 
ally acknowledge their belicf in the truth and the importance of 
Christianity; and in refusing to confess Christ’s name before men, 
they certainly convict themselves of inconsistency, while they in 
nowise escape from the obligation of subscribing formally to the 
Christian covenant. Ina modified sense, then, we may include 
all those who in any way manifest their respect for Christian insti- 
tutions in the class which we are now considering; the class 
between whose circumstances and those of the Israelites at mount 
Horeb there is at least a general analogy. 

IJ. Let us now, in the second place, consider the conduct of the 
Israelites in making and worshipping the calf, in those peculiar 
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circumstances, as analogous to much that is passing in the world 
around us. What rendered the conduct of the Israelites so ex- 
ceedingly strange and criminal, you observe, was, that it should 
have occurred amidst the awful scenes of Horeb. Perhaps 
there are some who marvel at this, who, if they will search dili- 
gently within, will find, not indeed the very same thing, but the 
very same spirit, to marvel at in their own experience. 

You have been sitting under the preaching of the gospel from 
the time that you were able to understand it; its doctrines and 
precepts, its promises and threatenings, have been set before you 
in every Variety of form; while you have always had the written 
Word within your reach, with every facility for studying and un- 
derstanding it. And thus you have been brought as near to God, 
though in a different way, as the Israelites were when they 
were round about Horeb. And what demonstrations have you 
made in these circumstances? Why, you have been guilty of 
idolatry just as truly as the Israelites were ; you have worshipped 

old just as truly as they did; and the fact that they chose the 
con of a calf, and you choose some other form, makes no differ- 
ence as to the actual guilt in the eye of Heaven. Are there not 
those here whose consciences assure them at this moment that 
they can only plead guilty to this charge; who, if they notice 
what is passing within, even now, while they are in the house o 

God, will find that they are in the actual exercise of this idolatry ; 
that while they appear to every eye, but that which looks at the 
heart, to be decent worshippers, they are really projecting or carry- 
ing out in their thoughts some plan which is to result in the enlarge- 
ment of their worldly possessions? Or possibly something beside 
gold may become the object of the ruling passion: it may be 
honor; it may be splendor; it may be influence; it may be mere 
intellectual acquirement; it may be any thing, save the one only 
living and true God. But no matter what it is, if it becomes an 
object of supreme regard, then the regard that is paid to it is 
idolatry; and though you may profess to pity the poor heathen, 
who in their blindness worship images of wood and of stone, yet He 
who views things just as they are, knows that you are as truly 
an object of pity as they, and on substantially the same grounds. 
You have your idols with you always and every where. You can- 
not rest if they are not under your pillow; you are willing to come 
to the house of God only on condition that they come along with 
you. The labor of your hands, the labor of your thoughts, the 
labor of your affections, all, all is idolatry. 

Time has been when God’s hand rested heavily upon you, 
and death perhaps came up into your very chamber, and you saw 
some one dressed for the grave—carried to the grave—for whom 
you felt that you could have given even your life. But this afflic- 
tion found you a worshipper of the world, and it had no effect in 
rendering you permanently otherwise. For a little time, perhaps, 
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it checked the current of worldliness; you staid away for a few 
days or weeks from the scenes of your accustomed gayety; you 
seemed to relax a little in the eager pursuit of honor; your con- 
versation was not so extensively upon projects for amassing 
wealth; but the passion was far enough from being rooted out, 
as is proved by the fact that it has since revived with more than 
its former energy. You may, for aught I know, have formed 
some cond seatiaiin at the grave of that friend; but the world 
has already shown itself too strong for it, and those who see you 
now would not even suspect that your idolatry had ever under- 
gone even a temporary check. 

You have sometimes had your lot cast in the midst of the effu- 
sions of God’s Holy Spirit; and go where you might, the anxious 
inquiry on the one side, and the song of thanksgiving on the other, 
was falling upon your ear. But neither the one nor the other was 
heard to escape your lips. You clung to your idols with a tena- 
city which defied all human power. What mattered it to you 
whether men were saved or lost; whether God’s Spirit was poured 
out or was withheld? You had your golden calf, and that was 
enough for you ; and worship it you would, worship it you did, in 
spite of all the voices that were lifted up to protest against your 
folly. And to this hour, do I wrong you when I say that you love 
the world as well, follow it as eagerly, hug it as closely, as if you 
had not been brought in contact with that scene of Divine won- 
ders? There was a power then that subdued and renovated 
many hearts, and its triumph and operations were gratefully re- 
sponded to by angelic songs; but,alas! it touched not your idola- 
trous heart. The field of your vision, the object of your desires 
and efforts, is still the world, the world, and nothing but the 
world. 

But there have been times, after all, when the inward monitor, 
God’s representative, God’s witness in the soul, has not slept. 
Perhaps you could not tell why, but he has been awake, and one 
part of his office has been to curse your idolatry, and bid you 
think of it in connection with the judgment. You reflected, you 
trembled, possibly you resolved ; and then you bowed down to 
your idol again. And that idol is still in your heart, and before 
your eyes every hour. You have not enough of the world—of 


its riches, of its honors, of its pleasures; you are always stretch- . 


ing out your hands for more; and though your heart in its inmost 
aspirations responds to God’s sentence that all this is vanity, 
yet, after all, you seem to say, “Vanity though it be, let me 
have it for my portion!’’ In each of these several cases, wherein, 
I ask, are ye better than were the Israelites, at the foot of the 
mount, shouting and dancing in honor of the golden calf? 

Or it may be you are one of those who os actually, by a 
public profession, joined yourself to the number of God’s people ; 
and you are accustomed to mingle with them in the commemo- 
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ration of your Redeemer’s death, thus proclaiming in the most 
decisive manner that you regard yourself on the Lord’s side. 
But after all, those who saw that you were an idolater before, see 
that you are an idolater still ; no one can listen to your habitual 
conversation, no one can notice the tenor of your daily conduct, 
without perceiving that the world has the throne within. Your 
name stands as fair on the church-record as any other ; but those 
who witness your deportment would require other evidence of 
the fact than that furnishes. You are regularly in the church, 
and here, perhaps, you may seem devout; you are regularly at 
the communion table, and there is nothing in your appearance 
there to indicate that your heart is not full of the love of Jesus 
Christ: but the truth is, you are playing the worldling both in 
the one case and in the other; you worship the golden calf, not 
only at the foot of mount Horeb, but at the foot of mount Calvary 
also. In a word, you are professedly in covenant with God, but 
really in league with the world ; professedly a follower of Christ, 
but really a worshipper of Mammon. Is not this idolatry, equal 
at least to that wih the Jews exhibited in the case we are con- 
templating ? 

Ilf. The guilt of the Israelites in making and worshipping the 
golden calf was not a little enhanced by the peculiar circum- 
stances under which the sin was committed; and there is a cor- 
responding aggravation from a similar cause attending many of 
those idolatrous attachments which are often witnessed in our 
day. 

it would have been bad enough for the people of Israel to have 
been guilty of this sin on any other spot than at the foot of Horeb: 
had it occurred while they were yet underthe dominion of Pharaoh, 
and constantly in contact with the various forms of Egyptian 
idolatry, it would certainly have been less remarkable ; though 
even in that case, inasmuch as they had knowledge of the true 
God, it would have been without the semblance of a valid excuse. 
But from the time that they had cut loose from the Egyptian 
tyrant, they had been the witnesses of an uninterrupted miraculous 
agency: it was bya miracle that they had been conducted to the 
spot where they then were; a few days before they had witnessed 
that tremendous manifestation of Divine power which proclaimed 
that God was on the mount; and at that very moment their 
illustrious commander, as they perfectly well knew, was, almost 
within speaking distance of them, holding high intercourse with 
Jehovah as their representative and organ. The circumstance 
then that aggravated their guilt was, that the sin was committed 
while they were, I had almost said, in very contact with Deity. 
Every thing around them told of the Divine presence; every 
thing that they saw and heard was adapted to dissuade them 
from this impious outrage. And yet they heeded it not: they 
became idolaters, gross idolaters, within the sound of Jehovah’s 
voice, within the very blaze of his glory. 
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Nor is tlie case dissimilar, as itis often witnessed at the present 
day; may I not say, as it is often witnessed among ourselves? 
True, indeed, God speaks not now, as formerly, in miraculous 
tones; but He speaks as truly now by his providence, by his 
Word, by his Spirit, as He once did in the suspension of the laws 
which He had himself established. He spoke to you trom the 
bed of sickness, or from the glooms of bereavement ; but you 
rose from your sick-bed, or came back from the grave, as devoted 
an idolater as ever. He has been speaking to you all your life 
through the preaching of the Word, and all the ordinances of 
religion ; but not one word of all that He hath said has ever been 
heeded by you as a rebuke to your worldly attachments. He has 
spoken to you from out of the depths of many an inquiring spirit, 
from amidst the transports of many a regenerated spirit, perhaps 
from the temporary suspension of a reigning worldliness through- 
out an entire community; but even such a scene has passed 
away, leaving you as eager in the pursuit of the world as it 
found you. He has spoken sometimes through the voice of your 
own conscience, in that sense of vanity and worthlessness which 
you have sometimes been obliged to feel in the wreck of your 
earthly hopes; in those deep inward misgivings, and rebukes, 
and mysterious writhings, which have shadowed forth the awful 
future: but even these terrific remonstrances against your course 
have not arrested you; you have stifled the voice from within, 
and have gone forth welcoming the world to your bosom as cor- 
dially as ever. I say then that you, not less than the Israelites, 
have been sinning while God has been very near to you. You as 
truly as they have been idolaters, are still idolaters, amid scenes 
which ought to overwhelm you with a sense of the Divine pre- 
sence ; and whether this circumstance must not materially aggra- 
vate your guilt and condemnation, judge ye. 

IV. God did not suffer this sin of the Israelites to go unpun- 
ished; neither can those who are guilty of a similar sin at the 
present day expect to escape —, 

The first part of their punishment consisted in the destruction 
of their idol. Moses, when he came down from the mount, and 
saw the disgusting form which they had profanely substituted in 
place of the living and true God, moved with holy indignation 
instantly destroyed it. We are told that “* He took the calf which 
they had made, and burnt it in the fire, and ground it to powder, 
and strewed it upon the water, and made the children of Israel 
drink of it.” By mingling this powder with their drink, he sig- 
nified to them that all their enjoyments would be embittered by 
the curse which they had thereby brought upon themselves. It 
would enter into their bones like oil; do what they might to dis- 
lodge it, it would still remain to mar their best enjoyments. 

And do we not often witness substantially the same thing at 
the present day? Nay, does not this conduct of God towards 

















eos 





THE GOLDEN CALF. 119 


the Israelites illustrate a general principle of his administration? 
I know that the devotee of wealth sometimes retains his wealth, 
till it drops away into other hands because death has palsied his 
own. I know that the man whose course through the world is 
an unbroken and successful strife for worldly honor, sometimes 
finds his laurels as flourishing as ever up to the moment of his 
entering the dark valley. I know that the sensual, and the plea- 
sure-loving, and the splendor-loving, sometimes imagine an undi- 
minished brightness in their prospects, till, as if in the twinkling 
of an eye, a thick darkness falls upon their path, which proves, 
alas! to be the darkness in which the monster comes to do his 
work. But, after all, I appeal to you whether any thing is more 
common than for God to come and burn your idols before your 
eyes, and then mingle the dust of them in your very drink? 
Have you not found that the things of earth in which you have 
trusted have often proved as deceitful as the meteor ; that the cup 
of pleasure, of which you expected to drink till you were satis- 
fied, has sometimes been dashed from your lips and a cup of gall 
substituted in its place? How often have I heard the fond parent, 
whose heart has been bleeding under the loss of a beloved child, 
exclaim, “Oh! it was my idol; I trusted in it; and now that it 
is taken from me, whither shall I look for consolation?’ Iam 
speaking of the destruction of idols as a punishment: it is so in 
one sense, but in another it is a blessing; for any thing that 
transfers the affections from the creature to the Creator is a bless- 
ing, even though it be the withering of the best and the last of 
our earthly hopes. 

But Moses did more than put the idol out of the way: he in- 
stituted a terrible work of death in respect to the idolaters. The 
command to the sons of Levi was, that they should “ put every 
man his sword by his side, and go in and out from gate to gate 
throughout the camp, and slay every man his brother, and every 
man his companion, and every man his neighbor ;” and we are 
told that ‘the children of Levi did according to the word of 
Moses; and there fell of the people that day about three thousand 
men.” If you say that this was a severe punishment, we answer 
that even Moses was not responsible for it; for it was ordained 
immediately by Jehovah, and the order for the execution of it 
which Moses gave was prefaced with ‘Thus saith the Lord.” 

It happens, not unfrequently, that men who persevere in idol-, 
atrous attachments, especially amidst signal demonstrations of 
their worthlessness, not only have their idols broken or burned be- 
fore their eyes, but are subjected to other and more terrible marks 
of the Divine displeasure. Sometimes God performs a mighty 
retributive work in the sinner’s bosom through the power of con- 
science, and months and years of unmitigated inward torture 
seem to change life itself into a living death. Sometimes persons 
of this character are cut off in so sudden and striking a manner, 
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that, though we may not venture to say it, we can hardly suppress 
the conviction that there is something judicial in the circumstances 
of their death. And though we cannot follow them beyond the 
vail, though we cannot see those fires of Divine wrath which 
were typified on the burning mount, and which act with an all- 
powerful and yet an unconsuming energy upon the immortal soul, 
still we do know that in that invisible world God reigns in all the 
terrors of his justice ; that there is suffering there, such as it has 
not entered the mind of man to conceive ; and that the measure 
of suffering is meted out according to the measure of aggravation 
by which a sinful course has been marked. It was a terrible 
hour when the sons of Levi addressed themselves to that work of 
death in the Israelitish camp; when they went round from gate 
to gate, leaving their companions as they passed writhing in the 
last agony : but even that scene, terrific as it was, were not wor- 
thy to be considered in comparison with those invisible retributive 
scenes, in which God’s justice has its more immediate and com- 
plete operation. Irefer you to God’s own Word for a description 
of the woes which he has treasured up for those who secure no 
portion beyond the world ; and he who can read that description 
and remain unmoved, must have nerves of iron, and sinews of 
brass, and an adamantine heart, that will withstand every thing 
but the fire of God’s wrath kindled in his soul. 

And now, who of you will be contented to cling to the riches 
of earth, and let go the riches of heaven ; to seek the honor that 
cometh from man, and to sacrifice that which cometh from God 
only ; to live and die lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of 
God? You are satisfied with this course now ; but, as rational 
beings, you are bound to consider also the future; and dare you 
set yourself to itiquire where this course will end? Especially, 
dare you ask this question in consideration of the fact that you 
are holding fast to the world, when heaven and earth are engaged 
to detach you from it; when Justice is calling to you from the 
mount of fire, and Mercy is calling to you from the mount of blood, 
and both charging you to cast away your idols? 1 may say with 
confidence in respect to all of you, even the youngest, that, a 
century hence, the world cannot reach out its hand to you to 
help you in any thingy; you must have inward resources then in 
a renovated nature, and in the love of God filling and satisfying 

our soul, or you will be miserable. Wherefore, I pray you, act 
the wiser part. Instead of limiting your views to this fleetin 
hour of existence, take in the future, the whole future, the pret 
future. There are a thousand voices charging you to forsake 
your idols, and to make Jehovah your portion; and if ye heed 
them not, marvel not if even those who sinned and fell at the foot 
of Horeb should meet you at last with fiend-like exultation, that 
you have found a lower place in the abyss of despair than they. 





